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Identity, Citizenship and Law Enforcement in
Cantú’s The Line Becomes a River
Jasmine Kapoor

Abstract
This article explores the themes of identity, law enforcement and citizenship in
Francisco Cantú’s The Line Becomes a River and how the reader engages with
these themes to leave with a better understanding of the US-Mexico border
and a broader perspective regarding these themes.

Introduction
There are arguably three central themes in Francisco Cantú’s The Line Becomes
a River —identity, law enforcement, and citizenship. It is clear that the reader
is meant to engage with these themes and leave with a better understanding
of the US-Mexico border, and a broadened perspective regarding these themes.
This article seeks to explore how the reader engages with these themes to leave
with a broader perspective by exploring Cantú’s narrative and stylistic choices.

Identity
Identity is a key theme and Cantú’s exploration of his own identity is clearly
important to his relationship with the US-American border because throughout
the book, we get his personal reflections where he considers aspects of his own
identity alongside his experiences about the border. For example, his discussion
about his namesake and his name in relation to his family and identity.
Cantú is not only recounting his personal interactions, experiences and opinions but also expressing his identity through the bilingual narrative. It is important to recognise that the stylistic decision to have a bilingual narrative, which
is seamless in switching back and forth between English and Spanish, operates
on many different levels at the same time.
It may be so that a solely English-speaking reader must place greater effort
to understand the memoir than those who can relate to it since the lack of
translations whether through footnotes or an extra chapter in the back, forces
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the reader to find their own translations to fully engage with the book and
understand the realities of the border. This greater engagement and interaction
means that readers are more likely to think about the themes of book, especially
since this is presumably the average or majority of readers in general.
Alternatively, Steven Harvey suggests that the most crucial choices authors
make are about language; “A memoir writer comes to terms with an experience,
and the terms that the writer settles on tell all.” If Harvey’s importance upon
language as revealing “all” is accepted then this also indicates there is a more
personal relationship between the bilingual narrative and Cantú that is perhaps
more important than the narrative’s effect upon the reader.
Cantú is choosing to portray and reflect upon his experiences of the border
with the languages of both Mexico and the US. The narrative itself is therefore
not only inherently linked to the border but also to Cantú’s own heritage and
his own life. Hence the use of the bilingual narrative can be seen as representing
Cantú’s own identity while at the same time making the book more relatable
to readers with shared experiences and backgrounds to his.
What Cantú decided to write about in Spanish (mostly conversational) is
also important because this can be seen as the “terms” that Harvey placed
emphasis upon. The fact that the Spanish is mostly conversation places an
emphasis upon the community and social human interaction which is important
because it is unlikely to be what a solely English-speaking reader may have
expected it to be. The Spanish phrases and words which might seem like a
border to understanding the memoir are largely in the context of interactions
and might not seem that significant to have to place the effort of looking for a
translation. However, this means that not only is the reader able to read the
memoir without not understanding the important parts, but it suggests that
Cantú isn’t translating aspects of his experience into English to make it easier
for the reader, presumably because it makes the memoir more authentic to his
experiences.
This is supported by Michael Steinberg’s idea that memoirs have a “reflective
voice. . . [or] narrative persona that looks to find a human connection or larger
meaning in his/her personal experience.” It makes sense therefore that Cantú
perhaps need to use these two languages that are a part of his identity to be able
to reflect upon and write about his experiences. This is also likely to encourage
the reader to think about this theme of identity because of how important language is within the memoir for communication, even if it is sometimes seemingly
insignificant small words or phrases.
For this reason, rather than seeing Cantú’s motivations just as external and
about placing a reader in a certain position, it is clear to see how his decision was
equally, if not more influenced by his own identity. This is further supported by
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how he discusses the relationship between language, culture, and identity briefly
within the memoir himself.

Citizenship
The second key theme in the book is Citizenship since the border is intrinsically
linked to the idea of citizenship. More specifically, being a good citizen and
proving that one has a good character which is shown through José’s need to
prove he has a good character for his application. There seems to be this correlation between having a good character making one a good citizen, supported
by how Elizabeth believes this will be helpful for his application.
However, both ideas of having a good character and being a good citizen are
subjective ideas and biased by their nature, thus meaning that evidence of good
character cannot be very useful. This can be seen through how “José had a
great application with more support than” in other requests but his application
is still denied. Therefore, there is a contradiction of sorts in this proof of good
character being used as proof since it seems like the volume of similar statements
have no influence, posing the question of why they are needed.
However, the need for proof good character can be understood by understanding the complexity of José’s case.
As Philip Greenspun points out in a blogpost:
“The book reveals what I think is a fundamental contradiction in our
laws occasioned by birthright citizenship. We cannot bear the idea
of the federal government separating families. At the same time, we
won’t simply allow anyone who claims to be the parent of a minor
child to enter and stay in the U.S. forever. If the child is a U.S.
citizen, however, there is no way to implement our stated values. We
cannot deport the child. We insist on deporting the parent. But we
also insist that the federal government should never separate parents
from children.”
Understanding this contradiction may explain why there may be a need to
prove one has a good character/is a good citizen even if this is subjective. The
contradiction seems to suggest that if one can somehow prove that they, as the
parent of a minor U.S citizen, are a good citizen and of good character then
there is almost no reason to separate families.
Even though in José’s case, this isn’t helpful. It is important to recognise that
there are many people and cases like his and that for the reader, like Cantú,
“José is unique” and “there might be thousands or millions of people in his
position, but it’s because of him that their situation is no longer abstract.”
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Therefore, this means that this idea of proving one has a good character/is
a good citizen through José’s story is likely to encourage the reader to reflect
upon this correlation and about citizenship generally. Considering the inherent
link between the border and citizenship, it is extremely unlikely for reader not
to leave with a broader or changed perspective about it.

Law Enforcement
Cantú’s narrative choices here are important because from the start of the book,
the reader gets two different perspectives of law enforcement. Cantú recounts
how his mother tells him that “. . . you must understand you are stepping into
a system, an institution with little regard for people.” In contrast to this cynical, realistic perspective, the reader sees Cantú’s own more idealistic belief that
“stepping into a system doesn’t mean that the system becomes you.” Cantú’s
narrative choices, mirroring his chronological experiences, means that through
Cantú’s experiences with the border leave the reader with a realistic understanding of the border as well as its complexity, both from the law enforcement’s and
the immigrants’ perspectives. The latter through both José’s story and the
conversations and snippets of the other immigrants.
Including José’s story near the end means that the reader gets the second
perspectives of immigration and deportation. The reader first learns about
people that Cantú deports and meets trying to enter the country and learn
about the process from the eyes of the Border Patrol agent. Then, later sees
the process through the eyes of José who is trying to re-enter the country and
stay means that the reader gets a broader perspective of different aspects to the
impact of the Border upon people on both sides of it.
This is supported by how in an interview, Cantú mentions that:
“Thinking about the arc of the book. . . the first part of it is very much
about this narrator and this narrator’s experience of coming into this
institution. In the second part of the book, the narrator is still at the
center, but we do get some distancing with the bringing in of other
voices, from research and journalism, about border enforcement and
migration experiences. . . And then in the third part,. . . the experience of this other person who in the first part of the book is someone
the narrator would have been positioned against, right? And José,
he could have been any one of the multitude of people that crossed
paths with the narrator, any one of the multitude of people that the
narrator is essentially sending back in the first part of this book.”
The third part linking back into the first part means that the reader is left
in a position where they can see a larger picture shaped by Cantú’s experiences
which arguably makes the reader more sympathetic towards immigrants who are
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trying to enter for a better life than with the law enforcement. Especially since
the reader learns about the negative aspect of the border patrol agents early in
the book, when Cantú learns about the steps the border patrol agents take to
make life more difficult for those trying to cross (e.g., “slash their bottles and
drain their water. . . dump their backpacks”, etc). This is important because it
leads to the realisation that by taking these steps, they are essentially murdering
innocent people who are most likely only trying to find a better life. However,
at the same time, Cantú also depicts the agents as humans who also help the
people they meet in the first part of the book, so it does seem that Cantú presents
the reality of his experiences from his perspective, with all the limitations that
entitles, making it difficult to conclude where readers’ sympathies may like.
Overall, this supports the idea that the reader is left with a broader perspective and understanding of the law enforcement in relation to the US-Mexico
border than they started the book with alongside a position to better understanding of the themes of identity and citizenship.
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